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Is the manuscript written in a style suitable for a non-specialist and is it of wider interest than to specialists
alone?

Yes/No

Does the manuscript contain sufficient novel and significant information to justify publication?

Yes/No

Do the Title and Abstract clearly and accurately reflect the content of the manuscript?

Yes/No

Is the research problem significant and concisely stated?

Yes/No

Are the methods described comprehensively?

Yes/No

Is the statistical treatment appropriate?

Yes/No/Not applicable/Not qualified to judge

Are the interpretations and conclusions justified by the research results?

Yes/Partly/No

Please rate the manuscript on overall contribution to the field

Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Please rate the manuscript on language, grammar and tone
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Is the manuscript succinct and free of repetition and redundancies?
Yes/No

Are the results and discussion confined to relevance to the objective(s)?

Yes/No

The number of tables in the manuscript is

Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable

The number of figures in the manuscript is
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Is the supplementary material relevant and separated appropriately from the main document?

Yes/No/Not applicable

Please rate the manuscript on overall quality

Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor
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Is appropriate and adequate reference made to other work in the field?

Yes/No

Is it stated that ethical approval was granted by an institutional ethics committee for studies involving
human subjects and non-human vertebrates?

Yes/No/Not applicable

If accepted, would you recommend that the article receives priority publication?

Yes/No

Are you willing to review a revision of this manuscript?

Yes/No

With regard to our policy on ‘Publishing peer review reports’, do you give us permission to publish your
anonymised peer review report alongside the authors’ response, as a supplementary file to the published
article? Publication is voluntary and only with permission from both yourself and the author.

Yes/No

Comments to the Author:

There is no paragraph explaining what the aims and intentions of the article are. It is unclear what exact
point the article wants to make. A paragraph explaining this is needed, but this may also affect the overall
layout and conceptualisation of the article.

Learning journeys are an alternative to say, development and change projects, and in this sense the result
of a critical analysis of the preceding way of doing things. However, the article does not critique learning
journeys itself. It critiques "old ways" of doing things and in this sense is critical, but it does not critique its
own assumptions and ways of doing things. We do need a critique of learning journeys. In reading the
article, it may seem as if these journeys create unrealistic expectations and also the feedback from the field
does not seem that the journey critically evaluated the overall food system and it is unclear how deep and
critical the analysis was. The fieldwork findings suggest an unrealistic expectation is created amongst
participants and | doubt these recommendations can be applied. These journeys are great, but | miss a
comprehensive and diligent theory of change behind them.

This can be remedied by explaining the aims and intentions of the article, and this is as yet unstated and it
is hard to see where the article wants to go to.
[See Appendix 1 for Reviewer 1’s comments made directly on the manuscript]

Author response to Reviewer 1: Round 1

There is no paragraph explaining what the aims and intentions of the article are. It is unclear what exact
point the article wants to make. A paragraph explaining this is needed, but this may also affect the overall
layout and conceptualisation of the article. Learning journeys are an alternative to say, development and
change projects, and in this sense the result of a critical analysis of the preceding way of doing things.
However, the article does not critique learning journeys itself. It critiques "old ways" of doing things and in
this sense is critical, but it does not critique its own assumptions and ways of doing things. We do need a
critique of learning journeys. In reading the article, it may seem as if these journeys create unrealistic
expectations and also the feedback from the field does not seem that the journey critically evaluated the
overall food system and it is unclear how deep and critical the analysis was. The fieldwork findings suggest
an unrealistic expectation is created amongst participants and | doubt these recommendations can be
applied. These journeys are great, but | miss a comprehensive and diligent theory of change behind them.
This can be remedied by explaining the aims and intentions of the article, and this is as yet unstated and it
is hard to see where the article wants to go to.

AUTHOR: Thank you for your insightful feedback. We have addressed these concerns through several

substantive revisions:

1. We have added a clear explanatory paragraph in the Introduction (p.4) stating the article's aims and
objectives: "The article examines the application of 'learning journeys' as a methodological approach to
addressing complex food security challenges in South Africa's Western Cape region. Through a series of
carefully facilitated experiential journeys in the Breede Valley Municipality between 2019 and 2024, we
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demonstrate how this participatory action research method enables diverse stakeholders to collectively
explore, understand and respond to systemic issues within the local food system."

2. We have also added a statement at the beginning of the Methodology section (p.13) clarifying the
specific research aims: "The aim of the article is to evaluate the effectiveness of 'learning journeys' as a
participatory action research methodology for addressing complex food system challenges in South
Africa. Specifically, we assess how this approach enables diverse stakeholders to co-produce knowledge
about food security issues in the Breede Valley Municipality through direct experiential engagement
with the local food environment."

3. We have included a visual representation of the theory of change (Figure 1, p.15) that underpins the
learning journey approach, with accompanying explanation noting some of the limitations of this figure.

4. Most importantly, we have added a critical assessment of the limitations of learning journeys in the
Discussion section (pp.30-31). This includes three new paragraphs that analyse the challenges
encountered:

o Managing expectations and the risk of undermining trust when commitments are not fulfilled.
o The dependence on individual champions rather than systemic change.

o The time and labour-intensive nature limiting follow-up capacity.

o The need for robust implementation mechanisms beyond the experiential moments.

5. We have also revised the Conclusion to more realistically frame the potential of learning journeys while
acknowledging contexts in which they may not be appropriate.

Reviewer 2: Round 1

Date completed: 16 February 2025

Recommendation: Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Resubmit elsewhere / Decline / See
comments

Conflicts of interest: None

Does the manuscript fall within the scope of SAJS?

Yes/No

Is the manuscript written in a style suitable for a non-specialist and is it of wider interest than to specialists
alone?

Yes/No

Does the manuscript contain sufficient novel and significant information to justify publication?

Yes/No

Do the Title and Abstract clearly and accurately reflect the content of the manuscript?

Yes/No

Is the research problem significant and concisely stated?

Yes/No

Are the methods described comprehensively?

Yes/No

Is the statistical treatment appropriate?

Yes/No/Not applicable/Not qualified to judge

Are the interpretations and conclusions justified by the research results?

Yes/Partly/No

Please rate the manuscript on overall contribution to the field
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Please rate the manuscript on language, grammar and tone
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Is the manuscript succinct and free of repetition and redundancies?
Yes/No

Are the results and discussion confined to relevance to the objective(s)?
Yes/No
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The number of tables in the manuscript is

Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable

The number of figures in the manuscript is

Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable

Is the supplementary material relevant and separated appropriately from the main document?
Yes/No/Not applicable

Please rate the manuscript on overall quality

Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Is appropriate and adequate reference made to other work in the field?

Yes/No

Is it stated that ethical approval was granted by an institutional ethics committee for studies involving
human subjects and non-human vertebrates?

Yes/No/Not applicable

If accepted, would you recommend that the article receives priority publication?

Yes/No

Are you willing to review a revision of this manuscript?

Yes/No

With regard to our policy on ‘Publishing peer review reports’, do you give us permission to publish your
anonymised peer review report alongside the authors’ response, as a supplementary file to the published
article? Publication is voluntary and only with permission from both yourself and the author.

Yes/No

Comments to the Author:

Introduction

The author must expand the introduction to encompass the application of the learning journey approach
that takes into consideration the diverse categories of stakeholders and participants involved in the food
system, such as rural communities, residents of informal settlements, farming communities, urban
populations, those living on tribal land, and commercial farmers. Additionally, the author should provide a
more detailed explanation of the article's purpose and objectives. It is essential to clarify what the learning
journey entails and to outline the associated processes.

Overview: Food Crisis

Under this section, the author needs to consider the history of self-governing states and homelands as
subsystems of the entire South African food system. Prior to their integration into the current food system,
these subsystems successfully maintained food production. After 1994, agricultural activities in former
homelands and self-governing states ceased entirely, resulting in increased food insecurity among
households located in these areas. Currently, land previously designated for agricultural use is being
repurposed for the construction of large houses. Given this pressing issue, which is part of the food crisis,
the author must elaborate on how the learning journey approach can alter this trend to ensure that
agricultural production remains active in tribal lands and those that fall under former homelands and self-
governing states. This would make the section more relevant to the root causes of the food crisis in South
Africa.

From sentences 114-126, the author must elaborate on the complexities associated with the division of
responsibilities for food security program implementation in South Africa, which is shared between
provincial authorities and the national Department of Agriculture. This division results in a notable absence
of cohesion. In this section the author should explore how a learning journey approach could foster greater
alignment in the development and execution of food security initiatives across all levels of government.
Furthermore, it is essential for the author to incorporate relevant literature on the concept of learning
journeys.

Learning Journeys: curated spaces for co-learning: The author must consider incorporating this section to
introduction
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Methodology
The methodology section appears to be lacking in detail. It should clearly describe the criteria for

participant selection, specify the locations of the discussions, identify the factors that motivated the choice
of participants, and outline the guiding questions that directed the discussions.

Conceptual Framework
This section must come before methodology

Results
Learning Journey Case Studies: This section is part of the Methodology. Here, the author needs to present
the results rather than discuss the methods.

Once the paper is restructured and supplemented with more detailed explanations supported by relevant
literature, the sections on New Perspectives, Commitments, Discussion, and Conclusion must be rewritten.
With these proposed changes, the paper may see significant improvement.

Author response to Reviewer 2: Round 1

Introduction

The author must expand the introduction to encompass the application of the learning journey approach
that takes into consideration the diverse categories of stakeholders and participants involved in the food
system, such as rural communities, residents of informal settlements, farming communities, urban
populations, those living on tribal land, and commercial farmers. Additionally, the author should provide a
more detailed explanation of the article's purpose and objectives. It is essential to clarify what the learning
journey entails and to outline the associated processes.

Overview: Food Crisis

Under this section, the author needs to consider the history of self-governing states and homelands as
subsystems of the entire South African food system. Prior to their integration into the current food system,
these subsystems successfully maintained food production. After 1994, agricultural activities in former
homelands and self-governing states ceased entirely, resulting in increased food insecurity among
households located in these areas. Currently, land previously designated for agricultural use is being
repurposed for the construction of large houses. Given this pressing issue, which is part of the food crisis,
the author must elaborate on how the learning journey approach can alter this trend to ensure that
agricultural production remains active in tribal lands and those that fall under former homelands and self-
governing states. This would make the section more relevant to the root causes of the food crisis in South
Africa.

From sentences 114-126, the author must elaborate on the complexities associated with the division of
responsibilities for food security program implementation in South Africa, which is shared between
provincial authorities and the national Department of Agriculture. This division results in a notable absence
of cohesion. In this section the author should explore how a learning journey approach could foster greater
alignment in the development and execution of food security initiatives across all levels of government.
Furthermore, it is essential for the author to incorporate relevant literature on the concept of learning
journeys.

Learning Journeys: curated spaces for co-learning: The author must consider incorporating this section to
introduction

Methodology
The methodology section appears to be lacking in detail. It should clearly describe the criteria for

participant selection, specify the locations of the discussions, identify the factors that motivated the choice
of participants, and outline the guiding questions that directed the discussions.
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Conceptual Framework
This section must come before methodology

Results
Learning Journey Case Studies: This section is part of the Methodology. Here, the author needs to present
the results rather than discuss the methods.

Once the paper is restructured and supplemented with more detailed explanations supported by relevant
literature, the sections on New Perspectives, Commitments, Discussion, and Conclusion must be rewritten.
With these proposed changes, the paper may see significant improvement.

AUTHOR: Thank you for your detailed and constructive feedback. We have made substantial revisions to

address each of your concerns:

1. Introduction and article purpose: We have expanded the introduction to include a clear paragraph
explaining the article's purpose and objectives (p.4). This explains how learning journeys bring together
diverse stakeholders including community members, government officials from different spheres,
researchers, and other actors in the food system.

2. History of South African food systems: We have added historical context about the BVM as a receiving
area for migrants from former homelands since the 1900s and more recently from other sub-Saharan
African countries (p.13-14). This provides historical context for understanding current food system
dynamics in the region.

3. Government responsibilities and alignment: We have elaborated on the complexities of food
governance in the food crisis overview section, particularly highlighting the provincial-national
coordination challenges and how learning journeys can facilitate cross-departmental and cross-
government engagement.

4. Structure: As recommended, we have moved the conceptual framework to precede the methodology
section, creating a more logical flow from theoretical foundations to implementation. The "Learning
Journeys: curated spaces for co-learning" section now forms part of the introduction, providing an early
definition of the approach before moving to the theoretical framework.

5. Methodology enhancements: We have expanded the methodology section to include:

o Clearer criteria for participant selection.

o Specific details about locations.

o The process of facilitation.

o How small teams were constituted to ensure representation.

6. Case studies as results: We have restructured the case studies section to focus more clearly on results
rather than methods, highlighting the outcomes and insights generated through the learning journeys.

7. Additional literature: We have incorporated additional references on learning journeys as a
methodology, including recent studies demonstrating their application in different contexts (see
references 9-11, 18-21).

Reviewer 3: Round 1

Date completed: 07 April 2025

Recommendation: Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Resubmit elsewhere / Decline / See
comments

Conflicts of interest: None

Does the manuscript fall within the scope of SAJS?

Yes/No

Is the manuscript written in a style suitable for a non-specialist and is it of wider interest than to specialists
alone?

Yes/No
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Does the manuscript contain sufficient novel and significant information to justify publication?
Yes/No

Do the Title and Abstract clearly and accurately reflect the content of the manuscript?
Yes/No

Is the research problem significant and concisely stated?

Yes/No

Are the methods described comprehensively?

Yes/No

Is the statistical treatment appropriate?

Yes/No/Not applicable/Not qualified to judge

Are the interpretations and conclusions justified by the research results?
Yes/Partly/No

Please rate the manuscript on overall contribution to the field
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Please rate the manuscript on language, grammar and tone

Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Is the manuscript succinct and free of repetition and redundancies?

Yes/No

Are the results and discussion confined to relevance to the objective(s)?

Yes/No

The number of tables in the manuscript is

Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable

The number of figures in the manuscript is

Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable

Is the supplementary material relevant and separated appropriately from the main document?

Yes/No/Not applicable

Please rate the manuscript on overall quality

Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor

Is appropriate and adequate reference made to other work in the field?

Yes/No

Is it stated that ethical approval was granted by an institutional ethics committee for studies involving
human subjects and non-human vertebrates?

Yes/No/Not applicable

If accepted, would you recommend that the article receives priority publication?

Yes/No

Are you willing to review a revision of this manuscript?

Yes/No

With regard to our policy on ‘Publishing peer review reports’, do you give us permission to publish your
anonymised peer review report alongside the authors’ response, as a supplementary file to the published
article? Publication is voluntary and only with permission from both yourself and the author.

Yes/No

Comments to the Author:

This article proposes a methodology or pedagogical approach called Learning Journeys, which is a form of
action research, that engages multiple stakeholders about a community problem, in this instance, food
security. It is a method that draws on participatory research, stakeholder engagement, dialogical learning
within a community of practice that is supportive and collaborative. It also provides case studies to
illustrate the principles outlined in this approach. This is an excellent article that moves beyond
"stakeholder engagement with key informants, in isolation of each other. Instead, this method brings
together all stakeholders for dialogue and solution focused discussion.

The following comments are likely to improve the article:
1. The author(s) can foreground the nature of this participatory process in the methodology more
emphatically and the strands that cohere to form Learning Journeys. The reader may be left
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wondering why is this simply not plain participatory action research? the paragraph on page 13, for
example (lines 421 -427) should be placed much earlier in the article.

2. The conceptual framework should be moved before the methodology. It then will provide a
background to the actual work that was done.

3. There are some minor editorial errors that should be checked. They exist on pages 1-5, 9 and 10.

4. A statement on ethical approval should be added.

Author response to Reviewer 3: Round 1

This article proposes a methodology or pedagogical approach called Learning Journeys, which is a form of
action research, that engages multiple stakeholders about a community problem, in this instance, food
security. It is a method that draws on participatory research, stakeholder engagement, dialogical learning
within a community of practice that is supportive and collaborative. It also provides case studies to
illustrate the principles outlined in this approach. This is an excellent article that moves beyond
"stakeholder engagement with key informants, in isolation of each other. Instead, this method brings
together all stakeholders for dialogue and solution focused discussion.

The following comments are likely to improve the article:

1. The author(s) can foreground the nature of this participatory process in the methodology more
emphatically and the strands that cohere to form Learning Journeys. The reader may be left
wondering why is this simply not plain participatory action research? the paragraph on page 13, for
example (lines 421 -427) should be placed much earlier in the article.

2. The conceptual framework should be moved before the methodology. It then will provide a
background to the actual work that was done.

3. There are some minor editorial errors that should be checked. They exist on pages 1-5, 9 and 10.

4. A statement on ethical approval should be added.

AUTHOR: Thank you for your positive assessment of our article and for your helpful suggestions for

improvement. We have implemented the following changes:

1. Foregrounding the participatory process: We have moved the explanation of learning journeys as a
distinct methodological approach earlier in the article (p.4-5), clarifying how it differs from
conventional participatory action research. This includes the key paragraph you referenced that
explains how learning journeys combine stakeholder engagement with research design to achieve
research impact.

2. Restructuring: As recommended, we have moved the conceptual framework section to precede the
methodology, establishing the theoretical foundation before describing the implementation. This
creates a more logical flow and helps readers understand the rationale behind the approach before
encountering details of its application.

3. Editorial corrections: We have carefully reviewed and corrected all editorial errors on the pages you
identified (pp.1-5, 9, and 10), improving readability and consistency throughout the manuscript.

4. Ethical statement: We have added a clear statement on ethical approval in the Declarations section

(p.36).

Reviewer 1: Round 2

Date completed: 28 May 2025

Recommendation: Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Resubmit elsewhere / Decline / See
comments

Conflicts of interest: None

With regard to our policy on ‘Publishing peer review reports’, do you give us permission to publish your
anonymised peer review report alongside the authors’ response, as a supplementary file to the published
article? Publication is voluntary and only with permission from both yourself and the author.
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Yes/No

Comments to the Author:

| have indicated only a few editorial corrections on the manuscript. The manuscript is valuable and has
been adapted and the aims and intentions of the study are clear. | believe this can now move to
publication.

[See Appendix 2 for Reviewer 1’s comments made directly on the manuscript]

Reviewer 3: Round 2

Date completed: 28 May 2025

Recommendation: Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Resubmit elsewhere / Decline / See
comments

Conflicts of interest: None

Have the authors adequately addressed the concerns raised in the previous review?

Yes/No

Is the manuscript publishable in its current revised form?

Yes/No

If yes, do you recommend priority publication?

Yes/No/Not applicable

Any additional comments for the authors

| think that the authors have paid careful and detailed attention to comments from all 3 reviewers and have
addressed them. | picked up an editorial error:
e line 76: the South Africa food system should change to the South African food system
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Appendix 1: Reviewer 1’'s comments on original manuscript (Round 1)

A Learning Journey Approach to Food Security in a South African Foodshed

Abstract

Despite South Africa’s relative wealth and positive food balance at national level, the
consequences of the food system include severe malnutrition, unviable agricultural
production methods, and stark disparities. Resolving this paradox cannot be accomplished
through conventional top-down policymaking, planning and scientific enquiry because there
is no agreement to the cause of the problem, there are no clear solutions, and there are
multiple stakeholders and conflicting interests. Learning Journeys - a participatory process
and action research method which reveals systemic issues through direct experience of a
local environment - may offer one option to address this dilemma. A series of learning
journeys designed and facilitated in in the Western Cape, South Africa have shown the
benefit of collective sense-making and problem solving around key issues facing the local
area. Bringing together those with the power to make decisions at scale and those directly
experiencing or responding to the issue, these experiential journeys focus on learning and
formulating collective plans of action for change. While the series initially focused on
mapping food and nutrition insecurity issues, they revealed a host of interconnected issues
including those related to economy, human mobility and social cohesion. As such, this
method moves beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning. This approach,
can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change and

the building of social compacts through which agreements can be reached and kept.

Significance

e Through revealing systemic issues in the local food system through direct experience of
a local environment, learning journeys can co-produce knowledge in support of
responses to the underlying complexity.

* By bringing together those with the power to make decisions at scale and those directly
experiencing or responding to the issue, learning journeys enable learning and
formulating collective plans of action for change.

e Learning journeys move beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning, that

can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change.

Keywords: Learning journey; facilitated dialogue; food systems, food security
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Introduction

The South African food system can be characterised as a paradox.! The nation is the most
industrialised in Africa, and is categorised as upper-middle income country. Its positive food
balance is advanced by a sophisticated agricultural sector with an array of food, nutrition,
and agricultural policies. Nonetheless, food system outcomes include severe under- and
overnutrition, precarious agricultural livelihoods, unviable agricultural production methods
and stark territorial disparities. Resolving a food system paradox that presents itself as a
wicked problem cannot be accomplished through conventional scientific enquiry and
requires knowledge co-production. This is because there is not agreement as to the cause of
the problem, there are no clear solutions, and there are multiple stakeholders and conflicting

interests. Learning journeys may offer one option to address a context such as this.

Learning journeys comprise place-based curated conversations between different
stakeholders in the food system, with researchers and policymakers being among them.
They provide a space for co-learning by all who participate who, with reflexivity, can identify
and commit to new ways of working with the food system. Learning journeys are grounded
on a constructivist approach to learning and can link stakeholder engagement with research
design to achieve research impact. Bringing together those with the power to make
decisions at scale and those directly experiencing or responding to the issue, these

experiential journeys focus on learning and formulating collective plans of action for change.

This contrasts with traditional top-down policymaking and planning that have been shown to
be largely ineffective in addressing complex challenges related to food systems. Decades of
misplaced plans and solutions designed through top-down technocratic processes have
failed to understand the lived experiences and intricate survival strategies of the people
directly confronted with the reality of complex urban vulnerability. These approaches assume
that problems can be solved by a single actor, missing the necessity of inter- and extra-

governmental collaboration.

A series of learning journeys have shown the benefit of collective sense-making and
problem solving around key issues facing the local area. These learning journeys have
highlighted the value of interactive, participatory methods for joint problem solving and
policy. This method moves beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning, that

can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change.
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Overview

A food security crisis

The South Africa food system is still moulded by colonial-era injustices that were made
worse by apartheid laws and the nation's subsequent isolation. The continuation of extreme
wealth and income inequality resulting from multifaceted poverty and unemployment shaped
by previous racial policies, as well as growing asymmetries in power, efficiencies, and
information across food value chains and spheres of governance?, are all caused by this
history, as well as the adoption of liberalisation policies, reintegration into the global food
economy, and the neo-liberal paradigm supported by international donors. 3 These factors
have contributed to the persistence of food and nutrition insecurity despite the availability of
sufficient food and public health interventions?, as well as the degradation of an already

vulnerable natural environment.® It is a complex crisis.

Within the food system, different stakeholders’ positions and power result in competition,
which affects the framing of food systems issues and the subsequent policy priorities. £ Due
to disparate personnel and financial resources, stakeholders do not have the same voice or
access to information. This limits the ability of some to engage with policy processes and to
influence decisions, while privileging others. Despite efforts to promote dialogue and foster
engagement for co-production of knowledge and improved food democracy, there are still

limited opportunities for stakeholder involvement in the policy debate, which reinforces

[7_8

power asymmetries amongst contributors to the food system,

Two levers have been proposed to improve food system governance.’ The first is to improve
inclusive stakeholder participation and enhance engagement to help address policy
coherence and balance the current asymmetries in the food system. |Although focused on
installing the governance arrangements defined in the National Food Security and Nutrition
Policy in terms of Food Councils, this has resonance with participatory processes at local

level that could result in similar sub-national processes.|
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The second lever is to adopt a two-pronged place and issue-based approach to food system
governance. Food systems are ingrained in specific locations, and in the context of South
Africa, territorial inequalities are a major problem. Local scales are ideal for group
participation in challenging power dynamics and identifying opportunities and barriers to

sustainable development. To fully utilise multistakeholder participation in the design and
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implementation of food policies, local governments must be involved in such processes. It is

this lever that learning journeys engage |directly.

Learning Journeys: curated spaces for co-learning

A ‘learning journey’ is a carefully designed process to develop a shared, grounded
understanding of a system as part of a deeper learning process. It reveals systemic issues
through direct experience of a local environment. A broad and inclusive range of participants
undertake a physical journey to explore a complex system. The objective is to gain first-hand
experience of challenges through a sequence of purposeful conversations, and investigate
[territorial’, or local, solutions to these challenges|. This provides both an opportunity to
assemble a co-produced knowledge base, and a means for the co-design of interventions.
The underlying philosophy is that making a systemic transition needs an enactive approach
which integrates different ways of looking into food |system. This recognises the
embeddedness of all actors in the system, including the researchers, relational engagement

between stakeholders®, and an emphasis on ||istening and communicating. 1°

Significantly, they also view those facing the brunt of food issues as integral participants in
crafting sustainable solutions to such problems. The immersive experiences within different
aspects of the food system enable participants to engage the physical space and people’s
lived experience through observation and conversation. In this way, a collective sense of the
need for change is created — within and beyond the stakeholders directly involved - to

identify strategies for affecting that change and to agree a course of action. '

Methodology

The [methodology was grounded in multistakeholder engagement, community-based
learning and rigorous qualitative field work. It was designed to enable collaborative and
dialogue'?, especially on place-based and community-led perspectives in understanding the

socioecological challenges related to food security.'3

The [institution details anonymised] embarked on a place-based approach for its
Governance and Policy research programme in 2019. The research team was multi-
disciplinary and included environmental geographers, political economists, public health
researchers and urban designers. The team partnered with the Southern Africa Food Lab

and the Western Cape Economic Development Partnership to design and facilitate the
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dialogue process and learning journey methodology. These organisations serve as
“intermediary organisations” that facilitate stakeholder collaboration and assist with

bidirectional knowledge brokerage.

The study site is the Breede Valley Municipality (BVM), a highly productive agricultural area
in the Western Cape that forms part of the Breede-Olifants catchment area. Much of the
produce is high value export crops but the region includes important staple food crops
including broiler poultry. Worcester, the fourth largest city in the province, is in the BVM with
three smaller towns including Touws River situated in the Karoo biozone's. Despite the
availability of food, recent surveys show that over 25% of Worcester's under-five children
suffer from malnutrition, and many of the adult population consumes meals low in nutrients,

which has a negative impact on their health.

The BVM was selected due to its generic characteristics as a rapidly growing urban area
serving an agricultural hinterland. A Memorandum of Understanding has been signed by
UWC and the BVM and a process established for the sharing of results and the co-
production of knowledge. Previous activities included a large sample survey of dietary intake||
was completed in early 2020, along with a food vendor survey. Additional research has
included qualitative methodologies in the form of the learning journeys, action research and
in-depth interviews. Satellite imagery and administrative records have also been used. The

learning journeys built on the work of The Nourished Child project undertaken in \2022\. i

Conceptual Framework

There is a growing body of experience surrounding the design of social \dialogue ho create
spaces that can be used to enable transformation. '8-'° According to Schapke et al., one of
their main goals is to "generate social-ecological innovations aimed at challenging and
changing existing roles and routines, power dynamics, relations among groups and
networks, resource flows, as well as meaning and values (and culture) across different
contexts and scales”. 2° This necessitates a particular kind of facilitation, one that promotes
discussion, sense-making, introspection, and reflexive learning while encouraging the
rephrasing of problems to enable the co-creation and co-realisation of solutions, or at the
very least, an attempt at experimentation and transformation. 2! Thus, the term "dialogue" is
employed as a catch-all to refer to a range of supported procedures that may also be used in

knowledge co-production, participatory action research, and future search procedures.
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Traditional top-down policymaking and planning have been shown to be largely ineffective in
addressing complex food security challenges. ?? Interventions motivated by "top-down"
directives frequently encounter opposition and fall short since they do not give stakeholders
a sense of ownership during the decision-making process and are improper for addressing
cultural sensibilities. 22 These approaches assume that problems can be solved by a single
actor, missing the necessity of inter- and extra-governmental collaboration. Thus,
decisionmakers and researchers often fall into the trap of habitual thinking when responding
to such crises, making assumptions about what is required without necessarily delving into
the deep, structural underpinnings of the negative food outcomes of the complex system. A

well-developed literature on ‘bounded rationality! discusses the reasons for this.2*

Embodying facilitated dialogue, the learning journey process of taking people out of their
comfort zones challenge automatic assumptions and habitual thinking can be ‘flushed out’
and new innovative thinking around solutions emerge. They are carefully planned processes
intended to create "safe" or "safe enough" environments where ideas can be promoted and
developed. Based on a long history of action research, the underlying notion challenges who
are the experts. By recognising that knowledge is also held by those embedded in systems,
either formally or informally, the learning process embraces the full range of perspectives
and opinions. The notion is both one of democratising expertise, but also of ‘expertising

democracy’ so that policy advice is derived from multiple sources.?

Learning journeys are a heuristic to link two important activities in contemporary research
using the pedagogical tools familiar to researchers when in their teaching environments.
This is depicted in Figure 1 as a theory of change underpinning learning journeys in a
research context. The constructivist approach is widely used in which new knowledge is built
on the foundation of stakeholder’s previous understandings. It encourages exploration,
critical thinking, and problem-solving, as those who are jointly learning interact with their

environment and collaborate with peers to construct meaning.
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213 Learning journeys concurrently initiate a co-learning process and the formal process of

214  scientific discovery. The latter requires the preparation of a theoretical framework for the
215  research: the interrelated concepts and theories that provide a structured foundation for
216  understanding and analysing data concerning the selected topic. Conventional

217  methodologies may have consulted with stakeholders to guide some of these steps, but
218 learning journeys require a systematic bi-direction flow between the knowledge and

219  perceptions of stakeholders and these steps and learning in the research process. As a
220  result, they go beyond simple consultation through curated place-based conversations

221  between all stakeholders, with researchers being part of a continuum of stakeholders rather
222 than external ‘expert’ observers.

223

224 A key element of each learning journey was an accompanying Learning Lab, a space in
225  which the research findings and co-created knowledge from the stakeholder engagement
226  were brought together. This enabled the implications to be identified and where possible
227  action plans developed. The process encouraged diverse input, engaged listening, creativity,
228  and shared understanding enabling the exploration of complex issues and the development
229  of innovative solutions. The bringing together of these methods into a structured process
230  permitted the translation of research findings into outputs that can be easily communicated,
231  widely disseminated and quickly exploited into actionable implementation.

232
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Results: Learning Journey Case Studies

The first two learning journeys in Worcester focused on specific areas: Parkersdam and
Durban roads, a lively commercial area in the town’s centre and the neighbouring township
of Zweletemba and informal settlement called Mandela Park. In the commercial area, the
lens focused on the area’s history of settlement, forced removals, and post-apartheid
renewal, and the commercial activity in the food sector. In Zweletemba and Mandela Park,
activities were curated to explore the role played by ECD centres. These areas were

identified as\ integral elements within the town’s food system|. Parkersdam and Durban roads

[
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are characterised by wholesale and informal retail trade in fresh fruit and vegetables, small
and large-scale butcheries, several non-franchise fast food outlets, and large formal food
retailers and wholesalers. Mayinjana Avenue in Zweletemba is known for its educational
establishments, including primary and high schools, and a concentration of ECD centres.
This is situated next to the informal settlement of Mandela Square, which also has several
ECD centres. Stakeholders included the principals and members of formal and informal ECD

centres at which food was provided to pre-school children.

A subsequent learning journey focused on “governing the system”, which took place in the
local municipality offices and in the local offices of other spheres of government who
influence planning, zoning, regulations and service provision associated with the food
system of the BVM. Stakeholders were largely government officials from a cross-section of
departments dealing with economic development to social relief. A third learning journey
focused on the township economy following a horizontal transect along the Zweletemba
Development Corridor and included spaza shops, street traders, formal cafes, restaurants,
the local supermarket and the taxi association, which ferried commuters along the main
thoroughfare. This started and ended in a Community Multi-Purpose Centre with catering

provided by community groups.

On the request of the BVM, a fourth learning journey pivoted on the Karoo platteland, in the
Touws River town and surrounding rural areas. Touws River was identified by municipal
planners as being of specific concern due to the closure of local industry and its location in
the Karoo. Originally a railway town, the decline of rail in the early 1990s resulted in
economic decline, which was accelerated in the early 2000s. The broader politics of State-
Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and Transnet have had a direct and profound impact on Touws

River with unemployment estimated at 80%. Stakeholders included civil society
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philanthropists, local business leaders, municipal officials, education and health workers and

farmers.

Although each learning journey involved up to 60 participants, small teams were constituted
of community members, government officials (local, district and provincial), academics,
activists, food advocacy groups and ECD practitioners. The facilitation team encouraged
participants to concentrate on both their external observations and internal experiences.
Furthermore, they advised participants to consciously listen to messages from both these
sources. In this way, the immersive experience would enable participants to explore the
complexities of the food system, to gain first-hand experience of its challenges and
opportunities with a broad and inclusive range of participants, hosted by people directly

involved in the system.

New Perspectives

During the learning journeys, new perspectives emerged on the complexity of processes
related to food. Rather than looking at the issue generally, the teams were able to home in
on place-based challenges — and potential solutions - breaking with traditional modes of
thinking that focus on “one size fits all” solutions. As an example, participants were
empowered to take stock of existing local potential to “activate local assets| through direct

engagement with the local population” (KlI1).

As one example of new perspectives on place-based challenges, one of the food system
assets identified were the informal ECD centres that provide meals and care to pre-school
children living in Mandela Square. The constraints related to existing zoning requirements
that prevented the issuing of lease agreement, proof of ownership or permission to occupy
certificate which meant that informal centres could not register with the relevant national
department and benefit from the subsidies that would otherwise be available. The possible
solution was to make use of the Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional
Affairs’ (CoGTA) Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF), together with the BVM’s
Integrated Development Plan (IDP), and the Municipal Land Use Planning By-Law to release
this constraint. The learning journey process ensured that actions and responsibilities could
be assigned. In 2024, the Manifesto for Early Childhood Development issued by an national
civil society organisation, Real Reform For ECD, called for interventions similar to that
proposed in BVM. 26
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At a broader level, the journeys also looked at service provision and infrastructure. As one
local government official reflected, “We plan as if we lived in Stuttgart or some other
European city, not for the informal. Moreover, there is little infrastructure for subsistence
farming, our lands and rivers are designed to support large commercial farming” (KlII13). This
could be changed, he said, “by supporting amenities like water collection points and building
(KII3).

infrastructure close to taxi ranks, among other things”

While undertaking the learning journey in Durban Street, team participants interacted directly
with those involved in the food system, learning that crime is a problem in the area for food
retailers as much as for consumers. A senior official suggested that if law enforcement
officials “saw informal traders as partners rather than ‘illegal occupants’, then an lactive

surveillance system could be created for the safety and security of the CBD” (KII5).

IAnother reflection was that a great deal of the fresh produce sold by retailers was sourced at
the Epping Fresh Produce Market, Cape Town, rather than locally where much of it was
grown. Similarly, butchers stocked frozen chicken imported from overseas locations, despite
Worcester being home to a large poultry company that contributes 6% of South Africa’s

broiler chickens, as well as several small and medium scale producers |

The journey into Zweletemba and Mandela Park revealed unique food system challenges.
Principals of schools bemoaned that undeveloped public land could not be used for food
gardens, that there was no access to municipal water to irrigate gardens, and the inability of
parents to consistently pay ECD centre fees due to the seasonal nature of their employment
as farm workers. | At the same time, the presence of a local NGO ensured that some centres
received shelf-stable nourishing food, although the taste was not always to the liking of
children. The journey also identified a vibrant small-holding farming sector in vegetables

and livestock despite receiving no support from any sphere of government.

In the unique environment of Touws River, the learning journey sought to comprehend the
relationship between the larger food system and niche solutions that have arisen in
response to the high levels of hunger, food insecurity, and malnutrition. With the support of a
nearby concentrator photovoltaics (CPV) solar project, both school gardens and a
hydroponic farm had been established, generating much needed livelihoods in the
community. At the same time, the organisers of a local soup kitchen reported that they
received no support from the municipality or local groups as their beneficiaries included
stigmatised communities such as substance abusers and the long-term unemployed.
Instead they relied upon support from an international NGO.

10
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The learning journeys and subsequent labs were not without moments of contention. The
learning journey in Parkersdam revealed that many food wholesalers and retailers were
owned by first-generation migrants, largely from Bangladesh. Some participants lamented
this fact, complaining that “locals” were sidelined by this development. With complex issues
such as xenophobia, opening this space can lead to difficult conversations. This led to a

fruitful discussion about what it meant to be considered “local” and the contributions that

“outsiders” could make to a local food system. While progress was made, no agreement was
reached on this issue during the learning lab. |As part of an ongoing conversation, difficult

topics needed to be constantly revisited to allow solutions to emerge.

Commitments

The learning journeys provided rich information that in the subsequent discussions led in
part to concrete initiatives. These opportunities hinged on supporting the development of
social innovations combined with relationship-building. A key issue was the need for
collective reflection to discuss what could be done followed by concrete statements of

commitments, which the convenors were able to follow up on afterwards.

Despite agreement not being reached on some issues, such as the ownership of informal

trading oultfits, important progress was made in other areas through the learning processes.
For example, a commitment was made by the provincial Department of Agriculture to work
with the local ECD Forum in Worcester as well as several schools in Touws River to support
food gardens in terms of training and provision of inputs | Most importantly long-term
partnerships\ were established between government and civil society groups. A related
commitment was for |Agriculture to engage District Health on the question of people waiting
in the long queues outside clinics and being able to access some form of sustenance,

provided by a clinic garden and community kitchen.]

Some councillors from Worcester and Zweletemba agreed to follow up on how vacant land
plots could be used for food gardens, initiating a wider debate on how the BVM could work
to overcome national restrictions on making use of unused land. This raised the question of
the need for a land audit, to which an executive in the Department of Provincial Agriculture
committed to supporting the municipality in understanding which land parcel lay with which

sector or sphere.
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Some participants argued strongly for the creation of a fresh goods market in Worcester to

avoid retailers having to travel to collect fresh produce in Cape Town. The Municipal

Committee responsible for Economic Development committed to placing this issue on their

agenda and requested the relevant officials from Local Economic Development to provide

technical input into the process.

A public commitment was made by the Municipal Manager for municipal staff to shepherd

the development of the ECD Policy, mandating them to consider some of the ideas

discussed. Stakeholders have since constituted a municipal Task Team that has set out to

develop a municipal ECD document and strategic plan to expedite the registration process

of unregistered ECDs. Several infrastructure projects were identified with the result that a

few ECD centres managed to get their registration process.

Overall, there was a broad recognition and appeal for greater coordination amongst local

government departments and units to focus on nutritious food, raising a question about

making this a core responsibility of a dedicated unit possibly the District or the Municipal

Managers office. In closing one of the learning labs, an official reiterated the importance of

finding the opportunities for Province to reinforce the efforts at district and local level, and in

so doing unlocking additional resources. He acknowledged the significance that “the BVM

had developed many ideas and initiatives in collaboration with non-state actors and that with

provincial support, much could be done to strengthen these” (KII5).

Discussion

The goal of the learning journeys was to develop a

deeper understanding of the food

system, potential avenues for change and to mobilise support from diverse stakeholders

including businesses, civil society and from national, provincial, district, and local levels of

government. As a senior manager related, learning journeys can help unlock new ways to

address some of the town’s complex, interconnected challenges:

“Government officials, the

private sector and the local community must collaborate to ensure our people have access

to sufficient, nutritious food and other resources” (KII6).

The issues facing BVM cannot be solved by stakeholders working on their own. This was

echoed by a senior academic:

It's also not enough to just understand the problem. As the

recent learning journey showed, we need the relevant actors to come together to find

practical ways to address hunger and malnutrition”

(KII8). More than finding solutions, a
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sense of commitment and accountability also needed to emerge. As an example, a recurring
element in the learning journey in Touws River was the feeling of being abandoned or cut
off, which left a sense of disappointment in the community.| It would take a persistent, long-
term champion to investigate and drive new opportunities | It was imperative that government
departments collaborate and interact effectively with non-state players at all levels to
guarantee that policies, ideas, and actions are transformative and complimentary to the

system.

On reflection, a learning journey is an innovative research process whereby a broad and
inclusive range of participants literally undertake a journey to explore a complex system —
referred to as a “visit to the system”. Through this, participants gain first-hand experience of
problems and apply innovative thinking to finding solutions. Another important function was
that the learning methodology and process strengthened the capacity of researchers to
interpret their findings. This helped the creation of models based on survey data to forecast

the possible effects of alternative food and nutrition interventions?’.

Similarly, learning journeys can help to guide research questions to ensure that the topics
and the findings respond to needs on the ground and not only academic imperatives.
Working with the BVM, for example, highlighted the desire to surface more data about the
potential linkages between the food system and economic activities such as tourism. Beyond
the research, the Western Cape government was also able to expand their understanding of
how to address challenges within food systems through a more nuanced understanding of
the BVM, which was chosen as a test site for the province's food and nutrition security plan,

“Nourish to Flourish”.

While one of the great strengths of the learning journey process is its ability to create

i

spontaneous outcomes, the structure of [process needs to be carefully considered.
Participants are selected to ensure broad representation, and spaces that are created for
conversation need to be thoughtfully framed and managed to prevent their co-option by
those who may be more comfortable talking in public. Consideration must also be given to
the risks of raising expectations, both among communities and among government officials

who may find that they are\ unable to keep the commitments| that they make during the

learning journey.

|Impetus beyond the ‘learning journey’ is sought by combining the new insights and new

relationships with new commitment to act; participants are encouraged to publicly commit

that they will do something. It speaks to the critical importance of including participants in the
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journeys who have the power to have an impact on outcomes and make changes happen —
both politically and technically. This reflects the broader intention to galvanise action through
these processes; the intention is to move beyond learning about different kinds of

interventions, or pathways of possible change, to action.

There are also ethical issues that need to be considered because learning journeys take
participants into spaces where people live and work, where complicated dynamics of power
and privilege play out. A respectful approach to these issues is critical, and there may be
contexts in which the learning journey approach is not appropriate. In the case of the BVM,
despite resources being available, it was agreed not to embark upon a learning journey in an
area due to conflicts within a community which had previously led to violence. Basic issues
relating to the safety of participants, ensuring that water is available when in hot

environments and providing safe transport must also be considered.

As a method to foster dialogue, the ‘learning journey’ has numerous applications where
questions have become ‘stuck’, due to its ability to free people to step outside of their
established roles and experiment with new ideas, and hopefully be inspired to think
differently. Though resources are not always available, as this approach is time and labour
intensive and requires the capacity to follow-up, learning journeys have highlighted the value
of these interactive, participatory methods for joint problem solving and policy
implementation. While the series initially focused on mapping food insecurity issues, they
revealed a host of interconnected issues including those related to economy, mobility and
social cohesion. These intimate encounters with the reality of the issue humanise statistics,

reveal what cannot be seen at a distance, and balance power relations.

Conclusion

The importance of recognising place-based constraints in the food system and coming up
with creative solutions is more urgent given the negative impacts that climate change is
having on food production in the BVM. If the food system in the BVM is to provide food and
nutritional security, and livelihoods and economic inclusion in an environmentally sustainable
way, it needs to be relocalised so that it can become more resilient to the challenges ahead.
Such a resilient food system will emerge only through local cooperation, knowledge co-
production, collective action and the creation of a shared vision of what a socially just and
sustainable food system looks like. The recent food journeys and learning labs in Worcester

were important steps in this process.



486

487
488
489

490

Declarations

Ethical clearance and oversight was provided by the [institutional details anonymised],

Reference Number: [anonymised].

References

"FAO, European Union, CIRAD and DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence in Food Security (CoE-
FS). Food Systems Profile — South Africa. Catalysing the sustainable and inclusive
transformation of food systems. Rome, Brussels, Montpellier, France and Bellville, South
Africa. 2022. https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0071en

2 Ledger, T. Power and governance in agri-food systems: key issues for policymakers. Trade
and Industrial Policies working paper. 2026. https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-
and-industry/item/3175-power-and-governance-in-agri-food-systems-keyissues-for-

policymakers

3 Thow, A.M., Greenberg, S., Hara, M., Friel, S., duToit, A. & Sanders, D. Improving policy
coherence for food security and nutrition in South Africa: a qualitative policy analysis. Food
Security. 2018, 10(4):1105-1130.

4 May, J., Witten, C. & Lake, L. South African Child Gauge 2020: Food and Nutrition
Security. V. 23. Cape Town, South Africa, Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.
2020.

5Von Bormann, T. Agri-food Systems: Facts and Futures: How South Africa can produce
50% more by 2050. WWF South Africa, Cape Town. 2020.

6 Holt Giménez E, Shattuck A. Food crises, food regimes and food movements: rumblings of
reform or tides of transformation? J Peasant Stud; 2011, 38(1):109-44. doi:
10.1080/03066150.2010.538578. PMID: 21284237

7 Drimie, S., Hamann, R., Manderson, A.P. & Mlondobozi, N. Creating transformative spaces
for dialogue and action: Reflecting on the experience of the Southern Africa food lab.
Ecology and Society. 2018 23(3).

8 Adelle, C., Kroll, F., Losch, B. & Gorgens, T. Fostering communities of practice for
improved food democracy: Experiences and learning from South Africa. Urban Agriculture &
Regional Food Systems. 2021 6(1):1-12.

9 Ozanne JL, Davis B, Murray JB, Grier S, Benmecheddal A, Downey H, Ekpo AE, Garnier
M, Hietanen J, Gall-Ely ML, Seregina A. Assessing the societal impact of research: The
relational engagement approach. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing. 2017 Apr;36(1):1-4.

0 Sharp EL. The role of reflexivity in care-full food systems transformations. Policy Futures
in Education. 2019 Oct;17(7):761-9.

" Carbajal ML, Baranauskas MC. Enactive Interaction in Support of Creative Learning: A
Systematic Literature Review. International Journal of Human—Computer Interaction. 2024
May 29:1-26.

2 Greenberg S, Drimie S, Losch B, May J. From local initiatives to coalitions for an effective
agroecology strategy: Lessons from South Africa. Sustainability. 2023 Nov 1;15(21):15521.


https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0071en
https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-and-industry/item/3175-power-and-governance-in-agri-food-systems-keyissues-for-policymakers
https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-and-industry/item/3175-power-and-governance-in-agri-food-systems-keyissues-for-policymakers
https://www.tips.org.za/research-archive/trade-and-industry/item/3175-power-and-governance-in-agri-food-systems-keyissues-for-policymakers

'8 Losch, B., & May, J. Place-based approaches to food system resilience: Emerging trends
and lessons from South Africa. Béné C, Devereux S. Resilience and food security in a food
systems context. (eds) Springer Nature; 2023.

4 Godfrey L, Funke N, Mbizvo C. Bridging the science-policy interface: a new era for South
African research and the role of knowledge brokering. South African Journal of Science.
2010 May 1;106(5):1-8.

5 Western Cape Government. Municipal Economic Review Outlook: Cape Winelands
District 2022-2023, Western Cape Government, retrieved from
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/provincial-treasury/sites/provincial-
treasury.westerncape.gov.za/files/atoms/files/2022-
23%20MERQO%20Cape%20Winelands.pdf, 24/06/2024.

6 Mabaso MK, Lenhoff A, Eley N, Menyatsoe M, Mdller A, Manda S, Van Niekerk E, du
Plessis LM. Nutritional status of children under five in Worcester, Breede Valley, Western
Cape Province, South Africa. Johannesburg: Grow Great Campaign; May 2021,
https://www.growgreat.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/GG-WORCESTER-REPORT-
final4.pdf

7 Battersby, J. Finding new pathways to addressing child malnutrition, Daily Maverick, 2022,
17 February, https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-02-17-finding-new-pathways-to-
addressing-child-malnutrition

'8 Drimie, ; Magner, C; Pereira, L; Charli-Joseph, L; Moore, M-L; Olsson, P; Siqueiros-
Garcia, J-M and O, Zgambo. Facilitated Dialogues, Chapter 9 in Biggs, R., Vos, A.D.,
Preiser, R., Clements, H., Maciejewski, K., & Schliter, M. (Eds.). The Routledge Handbook
of Research Methods for Social-Ecological Systems (1st ed.). Routledge. 2021.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003021339

'9 Pereira, L; Vrettos, C; Cramer, L; Drimie, S; Muiderman, K; Schapendonk, F; Stringer, LC;
Veeger, M; Vervoort, J and Wamukoya, G. “Policies and Design Processes to Enable
Transformation:, in Campbell, B., Thornton, P., Loboguerrero, A., Dinesh, D., & Nowak, A.
(Eds.). Transforming Food Systems Under Climate Change through Innovation. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 2023. https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/transforming-
food-systems-under-climate-change-through-innovation/policies-and-design-processes-to-
enable-transformation/BC4CD5CEDE00561E6C81434CBDC399B9

20 Schapke, N., F. Stelzer, G. Caniglia, M. Bergmann, M. Wanner, M. Singer-Brodowski, D.
Loorbach, P. Olsson, C. Baedeker, and D.J. Lang. ‘Jointly Experimenting for
Transformation? Shaping Real-world Laboratories by Comparing Them.” GAIA — Ecological
Perspectives for Science and Society 2018 27(1): 85-96. doi:10.14512/gaia.27.51.16

21 Sharpe, B., A. Hodgson, G. Leicester, A. Lyon, and |. Fazey. ‘Three Horizons: A Pathways
Practice for Transformation.” Ecology and Society 2016 21(2): 47. doi:10.5751/ES-08388-
210247.

22 Genesis Analytics. Implementation Evaluation of the National Food and Nutrition Security
Plan, Summary Report, Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, Government of
South Africa. 2023.

2 Freeth, R., and S. Drimie. ‘Participatory Scenario Planning: From Scenario “Stakeholders”

to Scenario “Owners.” Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development 2016
58(4): 32—43. doi:10.1080/00139157.2016.1186441

16


https://www.westerncape.gov.za/provincial-treasury/sites/provincial-treasury.westerncape.gov.za/files/atoms/files/2022-23%20MERO%20Cape%20Winelands.pdf
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/provincial-treasury/sites/provincial-treasury.westerncape.gov.za/files/atoms/files/2022-23%20MERO%20Cape%20Winelands.pdf
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/provincial-treasury/sites/provincial-treasury.westerncape.gov.za/files/atoms/files/2022-23%20MERO%20Cape%20Winelands.pdf
https://www.growgreat.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/GG-WORCESTER-REPORT-final4.pdf
https://www.growgreat.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/GG-WORCESTER-REPORT-final4.pdf
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-02-17-finding-new-pathways-to-addressing-child-malnutrition
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2022-02-17-finding-new-pathways-to-addressing-child-malnutrition
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003021339
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/transforming-food-systems-under-climate-change-through-innovation/policies-and-design-processes-to-enable-transformation/BC4CD5CEDE00561E6C81434CBDC399B9
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/transforming-food-systems-under-climate-change-through-innovation/policies-and-design-processes-to-enable-transformation/BC4CD5CEDE00561E6C81434CBDC399B9
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/transforming-food-systems-under-climate-change-through-innovation/policies-and-design-processes-to-enable-transformation/BC4CD5CEDE00561E6C81434CBDC399B9

24 Gigerenzer G. What is bounded rationality?. In Gallese V, Mastrogiorgio A, Petracca E.
Routledge Handbook of Bounded Rationality (eds) Dec 2 (pp. 55-69). Routledge. 2020.

25 Liberatore A, Funtowicz S. ‘Democratising’expertise,‘expertising’ democracy: what does
this mean, and why bother? Science and Public Policy. 2003 Jun 1;30(3):146-50.

26 https://www.ecdreform.org.za/uploads/ecd-manifesto-digital.pdf

27 Davis JT, Verburg PH, May JD. Diverse actor perspectives on African urban food
systems: lessons from participatory food system modeling in Worcester, South Africa.
Ecology and Society. 2023 Dec 1;28(4).


https://www.ecdreform.org.za/uploads/ecd-manifesto-digital.pdf

o =

O 0 N &N »n A~ W

10

12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

24
25

26
27
28
29
30
31
32

33
34
35

Appendix 2: Reviewer 1’s comments on revised manuscript (Round 2)

A Learning Journey Approach to Food Security in a South African Foodshed

Abstract

Despite South Africa’s relative wealth and positive food balance at national level, the
consequences of the food system include severe malnutrition, unviable agricultural
production methods, and stark disparities. Resolving this paradox cannot be accomplished
through conventional top-down policymaking, planning and scientific enquiry because there
is no agreement to the cause of the problem, there are no clear solutions, and there are
multiple stakeholders and conflicting interests. Learning Journeys - a participatory process
and action research method which reveals systemic issues through direct experience of a
local environment - may offer one option to address this dilemma. A series of learning
journeys designed and facilitated in in the Western Cape, South Africa have shown the
benefit of collective sense-making and problem solving around key issues facing the local
area. Bringing together those with the power to make decisions at scale and those directly
experiencing or responding to the issue, these experiential journeys focus on learning and
formulating collective plans of action for change. While the series initially focused on
mapping food and nutrition insecurity issues, they revealed a host of interconnected issues
including those related to economy, human mobility and social cohesion. As such, this
method moves beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning. This approach,
can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change and

the building of social compacts through which agreements can be reached and kept.

Significance

e Through revealing systemic issues in the local food system through direct experience of
a local environment, learning journeys can co-produce knowledge in support of
responses to the underlying complexity.

* By bringing together those with the power to make decisions at scale and those directly
experiencing or responding to the issue, learning journeys enable learning and
formulating collective plans of action for change.

e Learning journeys move beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning, that

can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change.

Keywords: Learning journey; facilitated dialogue; food systems, food security
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Introduction

The South African food system can be characterised as a paradox.! The nation is the most
industrialised in Africa, and is categorised as upper-middle income country. Its positive food
balance is advanced by a sophisticated agricultural sector with an array of food, nutrition,
and agricultural policies. Nonetheless, food system outcomes include severe under- and
overnutrition, precarious agricultural livelihoods, unviable agricultural production methods
and stark territorial disparities. Resolving a food system paradox that presents itself as a
wicked problem cannot be accomplished through conventional scientific enquiry and
requires knowledge co-production. This is because there is not agreement as to the cause of
the problem, there are no clear solutions, and there are multiple stakeholders and conflicting

interests. Learning journeys may offer one option to address a context such as this.

Learning journeys comprise place-based curated conversations between different
stakeholders in the food system, with researchers and policymakers being among them.
They provide a space for co-learning by all who participate who, with reflexivity, can identify
and commit to new ways of working with the food system. Learning journeys are grounded
on a constructivist approach to learning and can link stakeholder engagement with research
design to achieve research impact. Bringing together those with the power to make
decisions at scale and those directly experiencing or responding to the issue, these

experiential journeys focus on learning and formulating collective plans of action for change.

This contrasts with traditional top-down policymaking and planning that have been shown to
be largely ineffective in addressing complex challenges related to food systems. Decades of
misplaced plans and solutions designed through top-down technocratic processes have
failed to understand the lived experiences and intricate survival strategies of the people
directly confronted with the reality of complex urban vulnerability. These approaches assume
that problems can be solved by a single actor, missing the necessity of inter- and extra-

governmental collaboration.

A series of learning journeys have shown the benefit of collective sense-making and
problem solving around key issues facing the local area. These learning journeys have
highlighted the value of interactive, participatory methods for joint problem solving and
policy. This method moves beyond extractive research towards collaborative learning, that

can, with concerted follow up, result in locally appropriate bottom-up systems change.
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Overview

A food security crisis

The South Africa food system is still moulded by colonial-era injustices that were made
worse by apartheid laws and the nation's subsequent isolation. The continuation of extreme
wealth and income inequality resulting from multifaceted poverty and unemployment shaped
by previous racial policies, as well as growing asymmetries in power, efficiencies, and
information across food value chains and spheres of governance?, are all caused by this
history, as well as the adoption of liberalisation policies, reintegration into the global food
economy, and the neo-liberal paradigm supported by international donors. 3 These factors
have contributed to the persistence of food and nutrition insecurity despite the availability of
sufficient food and public health interventions?, as well as the degradation of an already

vulnerable natural environment.® It is a complex crisis.

Within the food system, different stakeholders’ positions and power result in competition,
which affects the framing of food systems issues and the subsequent policy priorities/f Due
to disparate personnel and financial resources, stakeholders do not have the same voice or
access to information. This limits the ability of some to engage with policy processes and to
influence decisions, while privileging others. Despite efforts to promote dialogue and foster
engagement for co-production of knowledge and improved food democracy, there are still

limited opportunities for stakeholder involvement in the policy debate, which reinforces

[7_8

power asymmetries amongst contributors to the food system,

Two levers have been proposed to improve food system governance.’ The first is to improve
inclusive stakeholder participation and enhance engagement to help address policy
coherence and balance the current asymmetries in the food system. Although focused on
installing the governance arrangements defined in the National Food Security and Nutrition
Policy in terms of Food Councils, this has resonance with participatory processes at local

level that could result in similar sub-national processes.

The second lever is to adopt a two-pronged place and issue-based approach to food system
governance. Food systems are ingrained in specific locations, and in the context of South
Africa, territorial inequalities are a major problem. Local scales are ideal for group
participation in challenging power dynamics and identifying opportunities and barriers to

sustainable development. To fully utilise multistakeholder participation in the design and
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implementation of food policies, local governments must be involved in such processes. It is

this lever that learning journeys engage directly.

The article examines the application of ‘learning journeys’ as a methodological approach to
addressing complex food security challenges in South Africa's Western Cape region.
Through a series of carefully facilitated experiential journeys in the Breede Valley
Municipality between 2019 and 2024, we demonstrate how this participatory action research
method enables diverse stakeholders to collectively explore, understand and respond to
systemic issues within the local food system. We present case studies from four distinct
‘learning journeys’, analysing how they revealed interconnected challenges across food
environments; fostered new relationships between government officials from different
spheres of government, community members, and researchers; and catalysed specific
commitments to action. We argue that this place-based, collaborative approach offers
important advantages over conventional top-down policymaking and planning by
democratising expertise, building social compacts, and generating locally appropriate
responses to food system paradoxes that conventional scientific enquiry struggles to

address.

Learning Journeys: curated spaces for co-learning

A ‘learning journey’ is a carefully designed process to develop a shared, grounded
understanding of a system as part of a deeper learning process. It reveals systemic issues
through direct experience of a local environment. A broad and inclusive range of participants
undertake a physical journey to explore a complex system. The objective is to gain first-hand
experience of challenges through a sequence of purposeful conversations, and investigate
possible solutions to these challenges. This provides both an opportunity to assemble a co-
produced knowledge base, and a means for the co-design of interventions that can be
focused at different levels including responses that are ‘territorial’ or local. The underlying
philosophy is that making a systemic transition needs an enactive approach which integrates
different ways of looking into food systems. This recognises the embeddedness of all actors
in the system, including the researchers, relational engagement between stakeholders®, and

an emphasis on listening and communicating. 1°

Significantly, they also view those facing the brunt of food issues as integral participants in
crafting sustainable solutions to such problems. The immersive experiences within different

aspects of the food system enable participants to engage the physical space and people’s
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lived experience through observation and conversation. In this way, a collective sense of the
need for change is created — within and beyond the stakeholders directly involved - to

identify strategies for affecting that change and to agree a course of action. '
Methodology

The aim of the article is to evaluate the effectiveness of ‘learning journeys’ as a participatory
action research methodology for addressing complex food system challenges in South
Africa. Specifically, we assess how this approach enables diverse stakeholders to co-
produce knowledge about food security issues in the Breede Valley Municipality through

direct experiential engagement with the local food environment.

The learning journey methodology was grounded in multistakeholder engagement,
community-based learning and rigorous qualitative field work. It was designed to enable
collaborative and dialogue'?, especially on place-based and community-led perspectives in

understanding the socioecological challenges related to food security.?

The research team drawn from national and international universities [institution details
anonymised] embarked on a place-based approach in 2019. The research team was multi-
disciplinary and included environmental geographers, political economists, public health
researchers and urban designers. The team partnered with civil society organisations
experienced in the design, facilitation and follow up of the-Seuthern-Africa-Food-Lab-and-the

Mestern-Cape onomiec-BevelopmentPartrership-to-design-and-facilitate the dialogue

process and learning journey methodology. These organisations serve as “intermediary
organisations” that facilitate stakeholder collaboration and assist with bidirectional

knowledge brokerage.'

The study site is the Breede Valley Municipality (BVM), a highly productive agricultural area
in the Western Cape that forms part of the Breede-Olifants catchment area. Having
experienced colonialism and land dispossession since the early 1700’s, little remains of pre-
colonial practices. Instead the BVM has been a receiving area for migrants: from Europe
and Asia since the 1800’s, the former ‘homelands’ of South Africa since the 1900’s, and
more recently from other countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Much of the produce is high value
export crops but the region includes important staple food crops including broiler poultry.
Worcester, the fourth largest city in the province, is in the BVM with three smaller towns
including Touws River situated in the Karoo biozone's. Despite the availability of food,
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recent surveys show that over 25% of Worcester's under-five children suffer from
malnutrition, and many of the adult population consumes meals low in nutrients, which has a

negative impact on their health.

The BVM was selected due to its generic characteristics as a rapidly growing urban area
serving an agricultural hinterland. A Memorandum of Understanding has been signed by
UWC and the BVM and a process established for the sharing of results and the co-
production of knowledge. Previous activities included a large sample survey of dietary intake
that was completed in early 2020, along with a food vendor survey. Additional research has
included qualitative methodologies in the form of the learning journeys, action research and
in-depth interviews. Satellite imagery and administrative records have also been used. The

learning journeys aligned to the work of The Nourished Child project undertaken in 2022. 7

Conceptual Framework

There is a growing body of experience surrounding the design of social dialogues to create
spaces that can be used to enable transformation. '8-'® According to Schapke et al., one of
their main goals is to "generate social-ecological innovations aimed at challenging and
changing existing roles and routines, power dynamics, relations among groups and
networks, resource flows, as well as meaning and values (and culture) across different
contexts and scales”. 2° This necessitates a particular kind of facilitation, one that promotes
discussion, sense-making, introspection, and reflexive learning while encouraging the
rephrasing of problems to enable the co-creation and co-realisation of solutions, or at the
very least, an attempt at experimentation and transformation. 2! Thus, the term "dialogue" is
employed as a catch-all to refer to a range of supported procedures that may also be used in

knowledge co-production, participatory action research, and future search procedures.

Traditional top-down policymaking and planning have been shown to be largely ineffective in
addressing complex food security challenges even when these form part of ‘consultative’
activities for local planning. 22 23 Interventions motivated by "top-down" directives frequently
encounter opposition and fall short since they do not give stakeholders a sense of ownership
during the decision-making process and are improper for addressing cultural sensibilities. 2*
These approaches assume that problems can be solved by a single actor, missing the
necessity of inter- and extra-governmental collaboration. Thus, decisionmakers and

researchers often fall into the trap of habitual thinking when responding to such crises,
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making assumptions about what is required without necessarily delving into the deep,

structural underpinnings of the negative food outcomes of the complex system.

Embodying facilitated dialogue, the learning journey process of taking people out of their
comfort zones challenge automatic assumptions and habitual thinking can be ‘flushed out’
and new innovative thinking around solutions emerge. They are carefully planned processes
intended to create "safe" or "safe enough" environments where ideas can be promoted and
developed. Based on a long history of action research, the underlying notion challenges who
are the experts. By recognising that knowledge is also held by those embedded in systems,
either formally or informally, the learning process embraces the full range of perspectives
and opinions. The notion is both one of democratising expertise, but also of ‘expertising

democracy’ so that policy advice is derived from multiple sources.?s

Learning journeys are a heuristic to link two important activities in contemporary research
using the pedagogical tools familiar to researchers when in their teaching environments.
Although multiple actions are possible in practice, an illustration of the process is depicted in
Figure 1 as a theory of change underpinning learning journeys in a research context. The
constructivist approach is widely used in which new knowledge is built on the foundation of
stakeholder’s previous understandings. It encourages exploration, critical thinking, and
problem-solving, as those who are jointly learning interact with their environment and

collaborate with peers to construct meaning.

Learning Journey theory of change
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Figure 1: Learning journey theory of change

Learning journeys concurrently initiate a co-learning process and the formal process of
scientific discovery. The latter requires the preparation of a theoretical framework for the
research: the interrelated concepts and theories that provide a structured foundation for
understanding and analysing data concerning the selected topic. Conventional
methodologies may have consulted with stakeholders to guide some of these steps, but
learning journeys require a systematic bi-direction flow between the knowledge and
perceptions of stakeholders and these steps and learning in the research process. As a
result, they go beyond simple consultation through curated place-based conversations
between all stakeholders, with researchers being part of a continuum of stakeholders rather

than external ‘expert’ observers.

A key element of each learning journey was an accompanying Learning Lab, a space in
which the research findings and co-created knowledge from the stakeholder engagement
were brought together. This enabled the implications to be identified and where possible
action plans developed. The process encouraged diverse input, engaged listening, creativity,
and shared understanding enabling the exploration of complex issues and the development
of innovative solutions. The bringing together of these methods into a structured process
permitted the translation of research findings into outputs that can be easily communicated,

widely disseminated and quickly exploited into actionable implementation.

Results: Learning Journey Case Studies

The first two learning journeys in Worcester focused on specific areas: Parkersdam and
Durban roads, a lively commercial area in the town’s centre and the neighbouring township
of Zweletemba and informal settlement called Mandela Park. In the commercial area, the
lens focused on the area’s history of settlement, forced removals, and post-apartheid
renewal, and the commercial activity in the food sector. In Zweletemba and Mandela Park,
activities were curated to explore the role played by ECD centres, which are intended to
ensure infants and young children receive adequate nutrition through direct provisioning,
promote healthy eating habits, help educate caregivers and parents about the importance of
nutrition and promote the local sourcing of food. These areas were identified as integral
elements within the town’s food system. Parkersdam and Durban roads are characterised by
wholesale and informal retail trade in fresh fruit and vegetables, small and large-scale

butcheries, several non-franchise fast food outlets, and large formal food retailers and
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wholesalers. Mayinjana Avenue in Zweletemba is known for its educational establishments,
including primary and high schools, and a concentration of ECD centres. This is situated
next to the informal settlement of Mandela Square, which also has several ECD centres.
Stakeholders included the principals and members of formal and informal ECD centres at
which food was provided to pre-school children.

A subsequent learning journey focused on “governing the system”, which took place in the
local municipality offices and in the local offices of other spheres of government who
influence planning, zoning, regulations and service provision associated with the food
system of the BVM. Stakeholders were largely government officials from a cross-section of
departments dealing with economic development to social relief. A third learning journey
focused on the township economy following a horizontal transect along the Zweletemba
Development Corridor and included spaza shops, street traders, formal cafes, restaurants,
the local supermarket and the taxi association, which ferried commuters along the main
thoroughfare. This started and ended in a Community Multi-Purpose Centre with catering

provided by community groups.

On the request of the BVM, a fourth learning journey pivoted on the Karoo platteland, in the
Touws River town and surrounding rural areas. Touws River was identified by municipal
planners as being of specific concern due to the closure of local industry and its location in
the Karoo. Originally a railway town, the decline of rail in the early 1990s resulted in
economic decline, which was accelerated in the early 2000s. The broader politics of State-
Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and Transnet have had a direct and profound impact on Touws
River with unemployment estimated at 80%. Stakeholders included civil society
philanthropists, local business leaders, municipal officials, education and health workers and

farmers.

Although each learning journey involved up to 60 participants, small teams were constituted
of community members, government officials (local, district and provincial), academics,
activists, food advocacy groups and ECD practitioners. The facilitation team encouraged
participants to concentrate on both their external observations and internal experiences.
Furthermore, they advised participants to consciously listen to messages from both these
sources. In this way, the immersive experience would enable participants to explore the
complexities of the food system, to gain first-hand experience of its challenges and
opportunities with a broad and inclusive range of participants, hosted by people directly

involved in the system.
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New Perspectives

During the learning journeys, new perspectives emerged on the complexity of processes
related to food. Rather than looking at the issue generally, the teams were able to home in
on place-based challenges — and potential solutions - breaking with traditional modes of
thinking that focus on “one size fits all” solutions. As an example, participants were
empowered to take stock of existing local potential to “activate local assets through direct
engagement with the local population” (KII1). These include physical assets such as vacant
land and water infrastructure, institutional assets such as ECD centres and schools,
knowledge assets such as farming expertise and indigenous food practices and social

assets such as community networks and support systems.

As one example of new perspectives on place-based challenges, one of the food system
assets identified were the informal ECD centres that provide meals and care to pre-school
children living in Mandela Square. The constraints related to existing zoning requirements
that prevented the issuing of lease agreement, proof of ownership or permission to occupy
certificate which meant that informal centres could not register with the relevant national
department and benefit from the subsidies that would otherwise be available. The possible
solution was to make use of the Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional
Affairs’ (CoGTA) Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF), together with the BVM’s
Integrated Development Plan (IDP), and the Municipal Land Use Planning By-Law to release
this constraint. The learning journey process ensured that actions and responsibilities could
be assigned. In 2024, the Manifesto for Early Childhood Development issued by an national
civil society organisation, Real Reform For ECD, called for interventions similar to that

proposed in BVM. 26

At a broader level, the journeys also looked at service provision and infrastructure. As one
local government official reflected, “We plan as if we lived in Stuttgart or some other
European city, not for the informal. Moreover, there is little infrastructure for subsistence
farming, our lands and rivers are designed to support large commercial farming” (KII3). This
could be changed, he said, “by supporting amenities like water collection points and building
infrastructure close to taxi ranks, among other things” (KlI3). Practical suggestions included
ensuring that storage facilities are provided and that shaded areas, tables, and benches be

established to provide a more conducive environment for street vendors to operate.
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While undertaking the learning journey in Durban Street, team participants interacted directly
with those involved in the food system, learning that crime is a problem in the area for food
retailers as much as for consumers. A senior official suggested that if law enforcement
officials “saw informal traders as partners rather than ‘illegal occupants’, then an active
surveillance system could be created for the safety and security of the CBD” (KII5). In the
ensuing conversation, this ambitious idea gained traction as practical suggestions emerged
about traders routinely engaging law enforcement officers about activities on the street

including the presence of known criminals.

Another reflection was that a great deal of the fresh produce sold by retailers was sourced at
the Epping Fresh Produce Market, Cape Town, rather than locally where much of it was
grown. Similarly, butchers stocked frozen chicken imported from overseas locations, despite
Worcester being home to a large poultry company that contributes 6% of South Africa’s
broiler chickens, as well as several small and medium scale producers. These ideas led to
discussions about re-establishing a local farmers’ market in Worcester with links to small-
scale growers and a proposal to engage the poultry company about the chicken value chain

being more beneficial to Breede Valley.

The journey into Zweletemba and Mandela Park revealed unique food system challenges.
Principals of schools bemoaned that undeveloped public land could not be used for food
gardens, that there was no access to municipal water to irrigate gardens, and the inability of
parents to consistently pay ECD centre fees due to the seasonal nature of their employment
as farm workers. Opportunities about the supplementary role of urban agriculture caught the
attention of district agriculture officials. At the same time, the presence of a local NGO
ensured that some centres received shelf-stable nourishing food, although the taste was not
always to the liking of children. The journey also identified a vibrant small-holding farming
sector in vegetables and livestock despite receiving no support from any sphere of

government. This would benefit from a local farmer’s market as discussed above.

In the unique environment of Touws River, the learning journey sought to comprehend the
relationship between the larger food system and niche solutions that have arisen in
response to the high levels of hunger, food insecurity, and malnutrition. With the support of a
nearby concentrator photovoltaics (CPV) solar project, both school gardens and a
hydroponic farm had been established, generating much needed livelihoods in the
community. At the same time, the organisers of a local soup kitchen reported that they

received no support from the municipality or local groups as their beneficiaries included
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stigmatised communities such as substance abusers and the long-term unemployed.

Instead they relied upon support from an international NGO.

The learning journeys and subsequent labs were not without moments of contention. The
learning journey in Parkersdam revealed that many food wholesalers and retailers were
owned by first-generation migrants, largely from Bangladesh. Some participants lamented
this fact, complaining that “locals” were sidelined by this development. With complex issues
such as xenophobia, opening this space can lead to difficult conversations. This led to a
fruitful discussion about what it meant to be considered “local” and the contributions that
“outsiders” could make to a local food system. While progress was made, no agreement was
reached on this issue during the learning lab, as this was a deeply contentious issue on its
own in local politics. What was achieved was a stated acknowledgement that documented
and undocumented migrants could make to food security including the provision of seasonal
labour to commercial farms and as conduits of fresh produce through local channels. As part
of an ongoing conversation, difficult topics needed to be constantly revisited to allow
solutions to emerge including an ability to have conversations about issues that often

polarised debates.

Commitments

The learning journeys provided rich information that in the subsequent discussions led in
part to concrete initiatives, some of which appear in the Final Fifth Generation

Integrated Development Plan 2022 — 2027 that recently closed for public comment. 27 These
opportunities hinged on supporting the development of social innovations combined with
relationship-building. A key issue was the need for collective reflection to discuss what could
be done followed by concrete statements of commitments, which the convenors were able to

follow up on afterwards.

Despite agreement not being reached on some issues, particularly those of a politically
sensitive nature, such as the ownership of informal trading outfits by immigrants, important
progress was made in other areas through the learning processes. For example, a
commitment was made by the provincial Department of Agriculture to work with the local
ECD Forum in Worcester as well as several schools in Touws River to support food gardens
in terms of training and provision of inputs. Senior officials were mandated to visit these sites
and to establish what was required to sustain this form of urban agriculture. Most importantly

long-term partnerships were established between government and civil society groups
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through the ECD and Young Child Forum to develop the ECD Policy for Breede Valley. A
related commitment was made by the most senior provincial official in Agriculture to engage
District Health on the question of people waiting in the long queues outside clinics and being
able to access some form of sustenance, provided by a clinic garden and community
kitchen.

Some councillors from Worcester and Zweletemba agreed to follow up on how vacant land
plots could be used for food gardens, initiating a wider debate on how the BVM could work
to overcome national restrictions on making use of unused land. This raised the question of
the need for a land audit, to which an executive in the Department of Provincial Agriculture
committed to supporting the municipality in understanding which land parcel lay with which

sector or sphere.

Some participants argued strongly for the creation of a fresh goods market in Worcester to
avoid retailers having to travel to collect fresh produce in Cape Town. The Municipal
Committee responsible for Economic Development committed to placing this issue on their
agenda and requested the relevant officials from Local Economic Development to provide

technical input into the process.

A public commitment was made by the Municipal Manager for municipal staff to shepherd
the development of the ECD Policy, mandating them to consider some of the ideas
discussed. Stakeholders have since constituted a municipal Task Team that has set out to
develop a municipal ECD document and strategic plan to expedite the registration process
of unregistered ECDs. Several infrastructure projects were identified with the result that a

few ECD centres managed to get their registration process.

Overall, there was a broad recognition and appeal for greater coordination amongst local
government departments and units to focus on nutritious food, raising a question about
making this a core responsibility of a dedicated unit possibly the District or the Municipal
Managers office. In closing one of the learning labs, an official reiterated the importance of
finding the opportunities for Province to reinforce the efforts at district and local level, and in
so doing unlocking additional resources. He acknowledged the significance that “the BVM
had developed many ideas and initiatives in collaboration with non-state actors and that with

provincial support, much could be done to strengthen these” (KII5).

Discussion
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The goal of the learning journeys was to develop a deeper understanding of the food
system, potential avenues for change and to mobilise support from diverse stakeholders
including businesses, civil society and from national, provincial, district, and local levels of
government. As a senior manager related, learning journeys can help unlock new ways to
address some of the town’s complex, interconnected challenges: “Government officials, the
private sector and the local community must collaborate to ensure our people have access
to sufficient, nutritious food and other resources” (KII6). A number of initiatives emerged
where this was achieved, ranging from municipal policy through to supporting ECDs to
register for grant and direct support of inputs to enable production. The IDP confirmed these

commitments.

The issues facing BVM cannot be solved by stakeholders working on their own. This was
echoed by a senior academic: “It's also not enough to just understand the problem. As the
recent learning journey showed, we need the relevant actors to come together to find
practical ways to address hunger and malnutrition” (K118). This was achieved in the various
learning journeys as several actions emerged afterwards, driven by stakeholders who had
committed to act. More than finding solutions, a sense of commitment and accountability
emerged. As an example, a recurring element in the learning journey in Touws River was
the feeling of being abandoned or cut off, which left a sense of disappointment in the
community. It would take a persistent, long-term champion to investigate and drive new
opportunities. Two local politician, from different political parties, recognised this, making it
clear that they would work with the diagnosis of the issues and support the various initiatives
that emerged. It became imperative that government departments collaborate and interact
effectively with non-state players at all levels to guarantee that policies, ideas, and actions

were transformative and complimentary to the system.

On reflection, a learning journey is an innovative research process whereby a broad and
inclusive range of participants literally undertake a journey to explore a complex system —
referred to as a “visit to the system”. Through this, participants gain first-hand experience of
problems and apply innovative thinking to finding solutions. Another important function was
that the learning methodology and process strengthened the capacity of researchers to
interpret their findings. This helped the creation of models based on survey data to forecast
the possible effects of alternative food and nutrition interventions2.

Similarly, learning journeys can help to guide research questions to ensure that the topics

and the findings respond to needs on the ground and not only academic imperatives.
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Working with the BVM, for example, highlighted the desire to surface more data about the
potential linkages between the food system and economic activities such as tourism. Beyond
the research, the Western Cape government was also able to expand their understanding of
how to address challenges within food systems through a more nuanced understanding of
the BVM, which was chosen as a test site for the province's food and nutrition security plan,

“Nourish to Flourish”.

While one of the great strengths of the learning journey process is its ability to create
spontaneous outcomes, the design of [process is crucial including who is involved and
invited, the nature of the curated spaces and ensuring that people not normally engaged
were given an opportunity to speak and be heard. Opportunities were created for decision-
makers to speak about their intentions in a public forum so as to create accountability and
momentum. Indeed, participants are selected to ensure broad representation, and spaces
created for thoughtfully framed conversation without these moments being co-opted by
those more comfortable talking in public. Consideration must also be given to the risks of
raising expectations, both among communities and among government officials who may
find that they are unable to keep the commitments that they make during the learning

journey.

Whilst the immersive, experiential nature of these journeys creates powerful moments of
commitment, translating these into sustained action requires structural support. Our
evidence reveals mixed outcomes: some concrete initiatives materialised such as the
provincial Agriculture Department's commitment to support ECD food gardens and the
formation of a municipal Task Team, whilst other commitments lacked clear implementation

pathways.

There are several factors that enhanced follow-through. The continued engagement of
intermediary organisations proved crucial in maintaining momentum beyond individual
events. The public nature of commitments made during events introduced a form of social
accountability that motivated action. Furthermore, our strategic selection of participants with

decision-making authority proved essential for meaningful change.

However, there were limitations that constrained impact. Managing expectations remained
challenging, If government officials were unable to keep commitments, this might potentially
undermine trust. Without formal integration into administrative structures, actions often

depended on individual champions rather than systemic change. Additionally, the time and
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labour intensive nature of learning journeys limited the follow-up capacity of the intermediary

organisations.

Our experience suggests that whilst learning journeys excel at knowledge co-production and
relationship building, they must be complemented by robust implementation mechanisms to
fulfil their transformative potential. This includes documenting commitments with specific
timelines, establishing regular accountability meetings, ensuring dedicated resources, and
embedding commitments within formal institutional processes rather than relying solely on
the goodwill generated through experiential learning. As with any policymaking or planning
endeavour, there are no guarantees that the collection and analysis of evidence will result in

action. However the joint sense-making activities that are a key component of the journey

does reduce the risk that evidence is not easily disregarded, biased, or selectively used.

There are also ethical issues that need to be considered because learning journeys take
participants into spaces where people live and work, where complicated dynamics of power
and privilege play out. A respectful approach to these issues is critical, and there may be
contexts in which the learning journey approach is not appropriate. In the case of the BVM,
despite resources being available, it was agreed not to embark upon a learning journey in an
area due to conflicts within a community which had previously led to violence. Basic issues
relating to the safety of participants, ensuring that water is available when in hot

environments and providing safe transport must also be considered.

As a method to foster dialogue, the ‘learning journey’ has numerous applications where
questions have become ‘stuck’, due to its ability to free people to step outside of their
established roles and experiment with new ideas, and be inspired to think differently. Though
resources are not always available, as this approach is time and labour intensive and
requires the capacity to follow-up, learning journeys have highlighted the value of these
interactive, participatory methods for joint problem solving and policy implementation. While

the series initially focused on mapping food insecurity issues, they revealed a host of
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interconnected issues including those related to economy, mobility and social cohesion.
These intimate encounters with the reality of the issue humanise statistics, reveal what

cannot be seen at a distance, and balance power relations.

Conclusion

The importance of recognising place-based constraints in the food system and coming up
with creative solutions is more urgent given the negative impacts that climate change is
having on food production in the BVM. If the food system in the BVM is to provide food and
nutritional security, and livelihoods and economic inclusion in an environmentally sustainable
way, it needs to be relocalised so that it can become more resilient to the challenges ahead.
Such a resilient food system will emerge only through local cooperation, knowledge co-
production, collective action and the creation of a shared vision of what a socially just and
sustainable food system looks like. The recent food journeys and learning labs in Worcester
were important steps in this process.
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